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About the Book

	 

	 

	One guest house. One week. One slow-burn disaster waiting to happen.

	Dean Whitaker has zero interest in weddings, fairy lights, or the perky woman currently turning his guest house into a scented-candle crime scene. He’s a divorce attorney. He thrives on prenups, logic, and not getting glitter on his suits.

	Poppy Monroe is a wedding planner with a checklist for everything—except how to survive living next door to a hot, brooding, tightly wound lawyer—aka the groom’s brother. 

	They’re opposites in every way—except for the undeniable chemistry neither of them wants to talk about.

	Their mission: survive one week of wedding chaos.

	
Her vibe: sunshine and glitter pens.

	His vibe: whiskey and restraint.

	
Opposites attract. Then they combust.

	 

	 

	 


Chapter One

	Still Smiling

	Poppy

	 

	“You’re fired.”

	I’m doing seventy-five on the throughway, wrestling a rental car that smells like beef jerky and bad decisions, when my entire life implodes through the Bluetooth speaker.

	“Wait, what?” I swerve slightly. The car behind me honks. “Miranda, the Goldman wedding was perfect—”

	“Perfect?” My now-former boss laughs, but it’s a laugh that makes my stomach drop. “You let the mother of the bride’s Pomeranian eat half the cake.”

	“That was—”

	“You seated the groom’s mistress at the family table.”

	“I didn’t know she was—”

	“And you told the bride’s father to, and I quote, ‘shove his suggestions up his trust fund.’”

	Okay. That one I did do.

	“Miranda, please. I have the Lin wedding next weekend. I can’t—”

	“It’s nothing personal, Poppy. I’m sure you’ll land on your feet.” The line goes dead.

	I stare at the road, hands white-knuckling the steering wheel. My chest feels too tight. Like someone’s sitting on it. Like I can’t—

	No.

	No.

	I slam my finger on the redial button. Nothing. I call again. Straight to voicemail.

	“No.”

	The word comes out raw. Broken.

	I’ve been at Coleman Events for three years. Three years of sixteen-hour days and bridezilla tantrums and eating lunch out of Tupperware in bathroom stalls because there’s never time to actually sit down. Three years of building my reputation, my client list, my entire future.

	And now it’s gone.

	My phone buzzes. For one stupid second, I think maybe Miranda’s calling back. Maybe she’s—

	IVY LIN: Can’t wait to see you! This is going to be PERFECT! 

	I laugh. Or maybe it’s a sob. Hard to tell when your whole life is combusting at seventy-five miles per hour.

	Because here’s the thing Miranda doesn’t know—I already told Ivy I’d be her planner. Already signed the contract. With my name. Not Coleman Events. She wanted me, personally, and I promised her of course it would be me. I figured Miranda would understand the technicality. 

	Now things are different. Which means I’m about to show up at this estate to plan a wedding I’m no longer authorized to plan, for a client who thinks I still have a job, without a team, or a clue about what the hell I’m doing.

	I should have known today was going to go off the rails. My flight was delayed two hours, I spilled matcha all over my blazer, and the bridesmaid group chat had already imploded twice before I boarded. But I force a smile because this week matters. No—it doesn’t just matter. It’s everything.

	Deep breaths, Poppy. 

	Except the rental car smells like beef jerky and broken dreams.

	I breathe anyway. 

	This isn’t what I reserved. Not even close. What I reserved was a sleek, all-electric, whisper-quiet SUV that would glide into the Hudson Valley like a glossy, capable adult woman. What I got was a suspiciously sticky Subaru hatchback with a cracked Bluetooth screen and a backseat full of unidentified crumbs.

	Still smiling.

	I crank down the windows, because the air freshener smells like meat. I tell myself it’s fine.

	It’s fine. Being fired could even turn out to be a good thing. 

	Right? Right?!

	My phone rings again. It’s CeCe. My best friend, moral support system, and the only person I’ve ever met who’s better at dealing with bridal parties than I am.

	“Did you know?” I demand.

	“Poppy—”

	“Did. You. Know?”

	A pause. “She called me ten minutes ago. And offered me your job.”

	My stomach drops through the floorboard. “And?”

	“I told her to get bent, obviously.” Relief floods through me. “Did you tell Ivy?” she asks immediately.

	“Tell her what? That I’m unemployed? That I’m about to show up at her wedding with no team, no resources, and no backup?” My laugh sounds unhinged. “Yeah, I’ll just text her real quick. ‘Hey girl! Fun update—your wedding might be a disaster!’”

	“Poppy—”

	“I can’t lose this wedding, CeCe. I can’t.” My voice cracks. “This was supposed to be it. The one that launched everything.”

	“So what’s the plan?”

	I glance at my shoes. Eight-hundred-dollar-Louboutins that took me three months to pay off. The red soles that scream I belong here when everything else about me whispers fake.

	“Fake it till I make it,” I say. “What else is there?”

	“With what team? Poppy, this is insane—”

	“I’ll figure it out.” The words come out harder than I mean them to.

	CeCe’s quiet for a second, which is slightly unsettling, because of all the things CeCe is, quiet has never been one of them.

	“Are you okay?” 

	“That depends,” I say. “If you count being fired, a crappy rental car, a matcha incident, a group chat implosion…” I tell her everything. By the time I get to the linen mix-up and a bizarre email about live butterflies, CeCe is openly laughing.

	“This is going to be your story wedding,” she says. “The one you tell future clients to prove you can handle anything.”

	Always looking on the bright side, this one. 

	“I was kind of hoping that story wouldn’t begin with me being canned.”

	CeCe makes a noise of encouragement. “You’ve got this. You’re a freaking ninja with a clipboard. You once ran a beach wedding during a hurricane and still managed to keep the flower girl’s curls intact.”

	“True.” I smirk. 

	“You’re a professional. A magician. A beacon of calm under pressure. And also… slightly terrifying when pushed.”

	My smile stretches, real this time. “You’re just saying that because I once made a cake designer cry.”

	“You’re my hero,” she says. “Now go charm the pants off the Hudson Valley. Call me tonight and tell me all about your mysterious grump of a property owner.”

	Oh. I’d almost forgotten about that. 

	I’ll be staying in the guest house of the groom’s brother. Dean Whitaker. A Manhattan divorce attorney who owns the estate and according to my clients, tolerates weddings the way people tolerate dental work. We haven’t spoken yet, but I’ve seen the emails. Short. Direct. Zero emojis. He probably irons his socks and uses phrases like per my last message.

	In my head, he’s uptight, stiff, probably wears loafers and looks perpetually disappointed. The kind of guy who thinks kombucha is a gateway drug and prefers his coffee black, his shoes polished, and his interactions with people limited. 

	It’s fine. I’ve dealt with difficult venue managers before. People who think wedding planners are frivolous or invasive or too much.

	Dean Whitaker has no idea who he’s dealing with.

	The GPS chirps that my exit is in two miles. Two miles until I have to walk into this situation and pretend everything’s fine. Pretend I’m still Poppy Monroe, wedding planner extraordinaire, not Poppy Monroe, unemployed disaster who’s about to commit fraud.

	I glance down at my shoes again. Image is everything in this business. Fake it ‘til you make it. Smile ‘til your face cracks.

	Speaking of which.

	I catch my reflection in the rearview mirror and practice. Bright smile. Professional. Capable. Not at all like someone whose entire world just collapsed.

	“Hi! I’m Poppy Monroe, your wedding planner! Everything’s perfect! I definitely have a job! And a plan! And my life together!”

	Shit.

	My phone buzzes again. I ignore it.

	Then again. And again.

	I finally glance down at it.

	Six missed calls. Twelve texts from various vendors. One from my landlord about next month’s rent.

	Cool. Cool. Cool.

	I take the exit too fast. The tires squeal a little. Whatever. Add it to the rental company’s list of grievances.

	The scenery changes from highway to postcard—rolling hills, stone walls, trees that look like they were placed by a set designer. It’s gorgeous. Peaceful. The exact opposite of how I feel.

	I roll my shoulders back and take in the scenery of where I’ll be spending the next ten days. Towering trees and winding roads lined with wildflowers. The hills ripple gold and green in the late afternoon light, and for a moment, I pretend I’m headed to a wellness retreat. One where no one’s texting me about linen shortages or whether the girlfriend of a groomsman is allergic to all seven major food groups.

	The peace lasts exactly eight seconds before my phone buzzes again.

	UNKNOWN NUMBER: Hey just fyi we might need to reassign bridesmaids. Caroline and Zoe are in a feud. Again. No clue why.

	UNKNOWN NUMBER: Maybe over a dress? Or like… someone’s ex?

	I don’t respond.

	Because if I respond, I will scream.

	The GPS chirps, “You have arrived at your destination.”

	I pull up the long gravel driveway and my breath catches a little.

	Because—despite everything—it’s stunning.

	The estate sits atop of a soft, sloping hill, framed by tall oaks and wild hydrangea. The main house is older but elegant, all crisp white trim and classic shutters, with ivy crawling up one side like something out of a Nancy Meyers movie. There’s a detached guest house just beyond a stretch of manicured lawn, the exact right amount of rustic charm.

	For a second, I just sit there. Engine running. Staring.

	I could leave. Turn around. Drive back to the city and figure out a different life. One that doesn’t involve pretending everything’s fine when it’s all falling apart.

	But then I think about Ivy’s texts. Her excitement. The contract with my name on it.

	This wedding is happening. It has to.

	Because if I pull this off—if I can somehow execute the wedding of the year without a team, without resources, without anything but sheer determination and whatever’s in my emergency kit—then maybe I don’t need Miranda. Maybe I can do this on my own.

	Maybe.

	I kill the engine, check my face one more time, and open the car door.

	Time to fake it like my life depends on it.

	Because it basically does.

	I step out of the car, smooth my dress, and immediately plant one Louboutin directly into something wet and squishy.

	Still smiling.

	Absolutely still smiling.

	Even if it freaking kills me.

	I look down.

	“Oh no.”

	It’s… not mud. It’s something wetter. More offensive. And deeply unwelcome. Something that was, at one point, probably alive or at least partially digested. 

	I gag once. Just a little.

	But I’m prepared. I’m nothing if not prepared. I yank a biodegradable wipe from my bag and crouch down on the stone path, balancing on one foot like a deranged flamingo as I try to salvage my dignity—and my shoes.

	Which is exactly when I hear a voice.

	“Can I help you?”

	Deep. Male. Annoyed. Very much not the kind of voice that says welcome.

	I look up—and nearly lose my balance.

	Standing in the doorway of the main house is a man. Tall, broad-shouldered, and absurdly good-looking in the kind of way that makes you briefly forget how sentences work. 

	His dark hair is neatly combed but already threatening to fall out of place. A five o’clock shadow clings to his sharp jaw like it’s made a permanent home there. A jawline that makes you reconsider your position on marriage. His eyes—gray? green? something stormy—are striking enough to make me momentarily forget that my foot is still covered in… something.

	He’s wearing khakis and a crisp white dress shirt with the sleeves rolled to his forearms, the kind of casual-office look that he somehow manages to make look intimidating. 

	This has to be Dean.

	The grump. The groom’s brother. The anti-wedding energy Ivy warned me about.

	And the universe, in its infinite sense of humor, has made him hot.

	He is, objectively, alarmingly attractive. And unfortunately, I’m crouched in front of his house, one foot in the air, my designer shoe covered in shit, my entire life in shambles, trying not to cry.

	Cool. This is going great.

	So I smile. Bright. Professional. Unbothered. “Hi! I’m Poppy Monroe. Wedding planner for the Lin-Whitaker event next weekend?”

	He doesn’t smile back. He just looks at me. “I assumed you’d arrive earlier.”

	“I would’ve,” I say, still crouched, still wiping, “but my flight was delayed, and the rental car situation was… character-building.”

	His eyes flick to my foot, then back to my face. 

	I grin, apologetic. “Sorry, I seem to have found a small… welcome gift on the lawn.”

	He doesn’t smile. Not even a polite flicker. “You’ll be staying in the carriage house. It’s unlocked.”

	“Perfect.” I rise to my full height and pretend my left shoe isn’t squelching slightly. “Looking forward to settling in.”

	He gestures, vaguely. “Try not to track anything inside.”

	And just like that, the hotness dies a swift and fiery death.

	I paste on a tight smile, because if I don’t, I might commit murder.

	Ivy Lin is one of the biggest influencers on the planet and her wedding will be plastered all over social media. It’ll be the most beautiful wedding anyone’s ever seen, and it will launch my business into the stratosphere. I’ll be able to hire assistants and wedding planners to work for me. They will be the ones stepping in dog shit on grumpy extended family’s properties. 

	Deep breath.

	I yank my rolling luggage from the trunk and I’m halfway up the stone path to the front door when I pause and look around, taking it in—not just as a guest, but as a planner.

	The estate is stately but not showy, with symmetrical windows, pale green shutters, and a wraparound porch that could be dressed up with string lights and late-summer florals. There’s a quiet elegance to it, like it knows it’s beautiful and doesn’t need to try too hard. There’s even an old wooden bench under the front window that’s practically begging for welcome drinks or a seating chart display.

	It’s going to be the perfect wedding.

	It has to be. 

	I have a week and half to make it look like I have my shit together. A week and a half to figure out how to plan the best wedding anyone’s ever seen.

	Should be fine.

	Everything’s fine.

	 

	 

	 


Chapter Two

	One Week of Hell

	Dean

	 

	She looks like a walking disruption.

	I’m barely three seconds into meeting her, and I already know—she’s going to be a problem.

	Not just because she showed up late and immediately stepped in something, or because she’s now tracking it toward my porch with an unsettling amount of optimism.

	It’s the smile.

	It’s too bright. Too practiced. A smile that says I’m here to take over, now get out of my way.

	I shut the front door behind me and let out a slow, measured breath. The kind I only ever use during depositions or family holidays.

	The quiet inside is a relief.

	I walk through the living room—cool wood floors, built-in shelves, the soft creak of a house older than I am—and place my laptop and case files on the dining room table. Everything’s tidy. Controlled. I know where every pen in this house lives.

	I like it that way.

	I loosen the top button of my shirt since I feel like I’m slowly being strangled. 

	My phone buzzes.

	I don’t answer.

	I walk to the window and watch her. She’s standing by the rental car, phone to her ear, gesturing with one hand and juggling a leather tote, and a garment bag in the other.

	She’s… energetic. Distractingly so.

	I turn away before she catches me watching.

	I grab my laptop and open my email—only to immediately regret it.

	Subject line: URGENT - Partner Case Motion Response

	My phone rings again before I can even finish reading.

	I sigh, pinch the bridge of my nose, and answer.

	“Whitaker.”

	“Where the hell have you been?” Gideon’s voice barrels through the line, sharp and impatient. “I’ve called twice.”

	“I stepped away for a minute,” I say. “I’m at home.”

	“You’re off-site?”

	“I’m working remotely.”

	“Well, un-remote yourself. Feldstein just moved up the deadline. He wants a revised motion tonight.”

	Of course he does.

	Because this week—the one week I’m hosting a wedding on my property—is the exact week my future is being decided. If I land this case and close this client, I’m in. Name on the wall. Grant, Feldstein & Whitaker.

	If I don’t… well. That isn’t really an option.

	I rake a hand through my hair and stare at the files on the table. My jaw tightens.

	“I’ll send it by nine.”

	“Make it eight,” Gideon snaps.

	I look out the window again.

	She’s laughing now. Still on the phone, still unpacking, like none of this touches her. Like my week isn’t unraveling by the minute.

	Her smile is blinding.

	My eye twitches.

	“Why aren’t you in the office, anyway?” Gideon asks.

	“I told you—I’m hosting the wedding here this week. For Mason. My brother.”

	A pause.

	“Right. The influencer circus.”

	I say nothing.

	Because I’m already regretting it.

	Agreeing to let my younger brother throw a wedding on my property was… not my best decision. But Mason asked. And he never asks for anything. After years of being the carefree screw-up, he’s finally settling down—and marrying someone who makes him want to be better. I respect that.

	Mason always was the golden one.

	Not in the achievement sense—that was me. I was the straight-A student, the debate team captain, the one who graduated law school at twenty-four and never looked back. But Mason? He was the one people gravitated to. The one who smiled easy, laughed loud, made everything look effortless.

	We grew up in a house where silence was prized and emotions were… edited. I learned early how to shrink myself into something palatable. Mason never did. He was chaos with a guitar and a crooked grin, and somehow, he always got away with it.

	So when he asked me for a favor—for the first time in years—I said yes.

	Letting him and Ivy host their wedding here, I was told, would be simple. Was told that she’d be here for one week, ten days tops. I’d keep my distance. Let the planner do her job. 

	I didn’t know the planner would be a woman with a megawatt smile and legs that go on for miles.

	“Eight. And don’t screw it up,” Gideon barks. “This client is your ticket.”

	I hang up without saying goodbye.

	Because he’s right.

	This client—the founder of a media empire currently going through a scorched-earth divorce—is high profile, high maintenance, and watching every move I make. If I win this, I’ll be the youngest name partner in the firm’s history. If I lose… I won’t.

	But I don’t lose. I’ve spent years making sure of it.

	And I do not have time for wedding guests, or table linens, or the bossy wedding planner currently invading my space.

	I have a deadline, my little brother’s wedding looming, and a stranger in the guest house. 

	This week is going to be hell.

	 

	***

	 

	The scratching starts just after six.

	Two short huffs, one long.

	Then a pause—just long enough to make me think she’s given up—before the snuffling starts again, lower to the ground, like she’s trying to inhale her way under the door.

	I exhale through my nose and open it.

	Muffin waddles inside with all the self-importance of someone who pays rent.

	She does not.

	She’s wearing the thunder vest again, which probably means someone in the neighborhood used a leaf blower today. Her toenails click against the hardwood as she trots toward me. She’s small, but overweight. Like a beige throw pillow that occasionally farts.

	“You weren’t invited,” I say.

	She sneezes once and flops dramatically onto the rug, letting out a long, performative groan, panting like she’s run a marathon. She hasn’t. 

	I close the door behind her.

	“I thought you were staying with Nadine this week.”

	Muffin belongs to Nadine, the woman who lives two doors down and treats HOA violations like war crimes. Somehow, despite our mutual disdain for the human race, Nadine and I have reached a silent truce over her dog.

	Which is to say—we share custody of Muffin now.

	Against my will.

	She spends more time on my porch than she does at her actual home, and I’ve stopped pretending to care. Mostly because she has separation anxiety, anxiety-anxiety, and a complicated relationship with the weather. Also, Nadine swears her calming CBD biscuits “work better in Dean’s energy field.”

	I don’t have an energy field.

	I have caffeine, high blood pressure, and a growing suspicion that Muffin likes me better than she likes her actual owner. Not that I’ve pointed any of this out to Nadine. 

	Muffin grunts.

	I retrieve the biscuits from the kitchen cabinet where I keep them next to the protein powder. I break one in half and hold it out like a peace offering.

	“You know she’s going to ruin everything, right?” I say, lowering myself into the armchair across from her. “Bright clothes. Big ideas. Probably labels things just for fun.”

	Muffin only blinks. She’s chronically… unbothered. It’s possibly one of the things I like most about her. 

	“I give it two days before she tries to put string lights on the carriage house. Or—God forbid—a chalkboard welcome sign.”

	She lets out a snore that sounds suspiciously like agreement.

	I toss the other half of the biscuit into her food bowl and return to the files on the table.

	“Who smiles that much after stepping in God-knows-what?”

	Muffin doesn’t respond, but one eyelid twitches.

	“You’re not helping,” I mutter.

	Muffin huffs again, rolls onto her side, and begins to softly wheeze.

	It’s deeply unprofessional. And oddly comforting.

	 

	 

	 


Chapter Three

	The North Lawn Negotiation

	Poppy

	 

	The guest house is… charming.

	That’s what I decide to call it because “a little haunted but in a quaint way” doesn’t look great in the client notes.

	It’s tucked behind the main house, partially hidden by hydrangeas, with weathered white siding, green shutters, and a front porch that creaks when I shift my weight. Inside, the floors are scuffed, the windows are sticky, and there’s a faint smell of old wood and lemon cleaner that reminds me of my grandmother’s attic.

	But the bones are good.

	There’s a wide farmhouse sink, built-in shelves filled with mismatched books, and a faded patchwork quilt folded neatly at the end of the bed. It could be magical with a little work—fresh paint, some flowers, and a scented candle or two.

	I drop my bags by the door and do a quick mental inventory.

	To-do list for the week:

	
		Set up layout walk-through with Ivy and Mason.

		Reconfirm all vendor arrival times.

		Schedule the final dress fitting.

		Final menu approval.

		Avoid strangling the groom’s brother.



	My phone buzzes. I glance at a text from Ivy.

	IVY: Just posted the final countdown! I’m getting MARRIED!

	I open her social media page and click through to her story. She’s in her kitchen, smiling big at the camera and surrounded by giant balloons.

	The thing about Ivy is she’s not your typical influencer. She started out documenting her grandmother’s recipes before dementia took them away—hand-pulled noodles, wontons with exactly thirteen folds, the secret to perfect Mapo tofu. Real stories about food, family, and the stuff that gets lost between generations.

	Now she has over thirteen million followers who tune in for Cooking with Nǎi Nai, even though her grandmother hasn’t cooked in two years. She uses her platform to spotlight immigrant-owned restaurants, does fundraisers for Alzheimer’s research, and somehow makes meal prep look like meditation. She’s not just an influencer; she’s someone who turned grief into community. And she’s a lovely person, inside and out.

	Which is why this wedding matters. It’s not just about the perfect photos or the viral moments. It’s about honoring the love story her followers have been rooting for since Mason first appeared in the background of her cooking videos, stealing dumplings and making her laugh.

	I can’t mess this up.

	It’s why I came out here early—this matters to me. It has to be perfect, not just for Ivy and Mason, but for me and my career.

	I’m halfway through checking my phone when I hear a soft snort from the doorway.

	I turn.

	And there, standing just outside the screen door, is possibly the roundest dog I’ve ever seen.

	She’s got short legs, shaggy fur, ears that stick out like fuzzy triangles, and some kind of vest velcroed snugly around her middle like a canine corset. Her face is part gremlin, part angel, and her entire vibe screams “emotional support animal with zero training and strong opinions.”

	“Hi there,” I whisper, crouching slowly. “Do you live here?”

	She snorts again, waddles closer, and rests her chin dramatically on the step.

	I crack the door open.

	“You’re not supposed to be here, are you?”

	She blinks at me.

	“Well, join the club.”

	I reach out and give her a tentative scratch behind the ears. She melts instantly into a puddle of fluff and wheezing sighs, tail thumping once, then stopping as if that was too much effort.

	“You’re perfect,” I tell her. “There’s no way he’s as grumpy as he acts if he owns you.”

	She sneezes directly on my shoe.

	I grab my planner, sit on the edge of the bed, and flip to today’s tab. The sun slants warm through the window, and for the first time since the airport, I feel like I can breathe.

	The venue is beautiful, the clients are sweet, the dog situation is adorable, and I’ve survived worse than a prickly property owner. I’ve got this.

	I smile down at the color-coded schedule.

	And that’s when my phone buzzes.

	IVY: Are you at the estate?? We have a MAJOR problem. Mason just told me HIS BROTHER is refusing to let us use the north lawn.

	I blink.

	The north lawn.

	The one we mapped out together on Zoom. The one with the best light for photos. The one where the ceremony arch is supposed to go.

	The one I just assumed was a done deal.

	I glance out the window.

	Dean Whitaker is back on his porch, a glass in one hand, reading something with his sleeves still rolled up like a catalog model for emotionally unavailable men.

	I look down at the dog, still snoring at my feet.

	“You and I are going to have to have a word with your human.”

	I march.

	No deep breaths. No calming affirmations. No “maybe he has a good reason” inner monologue.

	I just march. Possibly because I’ve had the day from hell, possibly because I’m ready to go full-Karen over someone taking Ivy’s dream wedding spot.

	Across the lawn, down the gravel path, back to the front porch of the man currently threatening to derail an entire wedding over a patch of grass.

	He’s sitting in one of the porch chairs now, a glass of something dark in his hand, and a look on his face that says he’s been waiting for me to snap since the moment I arrived.

	Well. Here I am.

	“Hi,” I say, too brightly. “Do you have a minute?”

	He sets the glass down with infuriating calm. “I’m guessing this isn’t a social call.”

	“Not unless you consider ceremony sabotage a social call.”

	His brow lifts. “Sabotage?”

	“Don’t play dumb,” I snap, climbing the steps. “The north lawn is the ceremony site. It’s in all the planning documents. Ivy approved it. Mason approved it. I approved it.”

	“I didn’t approve it.”

	I blink.

	“You didn’t object when I mentioned it in the walk-through notes.”

	“I don’t recall those notes including the phrase ‘please trample my lawn with folding chairs’.”

	“Oh, I’m sorry,” I say sweetly. “Did you want to host a wedding without any actual wedding things happening?”

	He doesn’t flinch. “There are other parts of the property.”

	“Not like that one. The light, the view—”

	“—the sprinklers, the slope, the two massive tree roots that’ll trip someone’s grandmother.”

	I stare at him.

	He just stares back, calm and unreadable, like we’re in court and he’s waiting for me to present a better argument.

	I take a breath, composing myself.

	“This is really important to Ivy,” I say, softening. “It’s her dream spot. And it works. It works for the photos, for the acoustics, for the entire flow of the ceremony, from the parking to the—”

	“No.”

	It’s not harsh. Not loud. Just… final.

	“Why?” I demand.

	“Because I said so.”

	“Oh, well that’s reasonable.”

	He stands slowly, and for the first time, I realize how tall he is. Broad-shouldered and serious, his dark eyes cutting through me.

	I steady myself by drawing a slow breath.

	But Dean isn’t done. “I’ve already upped my liability insurance for the property. If someone eats it on that slope, I’m not footing the ER bill. Liability’s a little more complicated than ‘but the view is nice’.”

	My hands are shaking.

	He crosses his arms. “I’m not risking a twisted ankle and a three-year legal battle because someone wants a golden hour glow. If Ivy wants scenic, she can take a picture. My premiums say no.”

	“Wow.” I take a step back, suddenly aware of how close we’re standing. “Great speech. I hope they don’t invite you to give one at the reception.”

	“I didn’t want this wedding here,” he says, low and even. “But Mason asked, so I agreed. What I didn’t agree to is a stranger showing up and acting like she owns the place.”

	My pulse spikes.

	“I’m not trying to own anything. I’m trying to do my job.”

	“Then do it somewhere else.”

	I blink, the pressure of the whole event suddenly rising behind my ribs.

	And I snap.

	“If you’re so worried about your liability insurance, maybe you should keep a better eye on your dog.”

	His brows draw together. “My dog?”

	“She let herself into the guest house and is currently napping under the bed.”

	He blinks once. “That’s not my dog.”

	I stare at him. “She seemed pretty at home.”

	“She visits,” he corrects. “Frequently. And without invitation.”

	“Oh.”

	He shrugs. “She prefers my rug to her actual home. I’ve given up arguing.”

	I open my mouth. Close it.

	Because that doesn’t even make sense.

	He’s trying to tell me a ten-pound dog has broken in? Staked her claim? And there’s nothing he can do about it?

	There’s a brief silence in which I have to reckon with the fact that I’ve just yelled at a man about a dog that isn’t his, after already yelling at him about grass.

	We’re off to a great start.

	“I’ll tell Ivy,” I mutter.

	“I’m sure you will.”

	I don’t say goodbye.

	I spin on my heel, march back to the guest house, and only when I’ve slammed the door and dramatically flopped on the bed do I dial CeCe.

	She answers on the first ring. “Oh no. What happened now?”

	I stare at the ceiling. “He’s hot and horrible.”

	“Be more specific.”

	“The groom’s brother—Dean. He’s giving… brooding CEO thunderstorm energy.”

	“Pssh,” CeCe makes a noise. “That’s nothing you can’t handle.”

	I hope she’s right.

	 


Chapter Four

	Everything Is Under Control (It Isn’t)

	Dean

	 

	I’m about to close my laptop when something catches my eye through the window.

	She’s still out there, sitting on the guest house steps in the dark. Not on her phone. Just… sitting. With her head in her hands.

	I should go to bed. I should mind my own business. I should definitely not care that a woman who tracked dog shit through my life is having a moment.

	But Muffin’s already waddling toward the door, whining.

	“You’re not going out there,” I tell her.

	She scratches at the door, insistent.

	“Fine. But we’re not talking to her.”

	I open the door. Muffin shoots out like a furry missile, straight toward Poppy.

	Traitor.

	I follow because apparently, I make excellent decisions at 11 p.m.

	The moonlight catches her as I approach, and I have to remind myself why this is a bad idea. She’s the kind of pretty that few men can resist—large blue eyes fringed with dark lashes and a mouth that lifts into a smile easily and often—though not tonight. Silky golden hair falls past her shoulders, catching the light even in darkness. Curves made for a man’s hands.

	A dangerous combination for sure. Good thing I’ve always been good at locking down anything resembling a wayward emotion.

	She doesn’t look up when Muffin reaches her. She automatically reaches down to pet her, and that’s when I see it.

	Her hand is shaking.

	“You okay?” The words spill out before I can stop them.

	She jumps and quickly wipes her face. “Geez. You scared me.”

	“Sorry. Muffin insisted.”

	“Right. The dog made you come check on me.” But there’s no bite to it. She sounds… tired. Defeated, even. Nothing like the woman who marched up my driveway this afternoon in eight-hundred-dollar shoes with unshakeable confidence.

	I should leave. This isn’t my problem. She’s not my problem.

	Instead, I notice the papers scattered beside her—vendor contracts, seating charts, all covered in notes in three different colors of ink.

	“That’s a lot of detail work for someone with a full team,” I say.

	She freezes.

	Just for a second. But I catch it—the telltale stillness of someone whose lie has been spotted.

	“My team’s… handling other things,” she says carefully.

	It’s a lie. I know lies; I catalog them for a living. The slight hesitation, the way her fingers tighten on the papers, the forced casual tone—all of it screams deception.

	“Right.” I glance at the papers again and spot it—a bank statement sticking out from under a contract. Multiple overdraft fees. Final notice stamps. A financial disaster that would send someone running to a faraway estate to pull off a society wedding on their own come hell or high water.

	Damn.

	She follows my gaze and quickly shoves the papers into a folder, but it’s too late. I’ve already seen the truth she’s trying so hard to hide.

	“I should—” She stands too fast and stumbles slightly.

	I catch her elbow, steadying her. The contact sends heat crawling up my forearm, and I’m suddenly aware of how soft her skin is, how she smells like something floral and expensive, and how easy it would be to pull her closer instead of letting go.

	Once she’s steady, I release my hold and shove my hands in my pockets where they can’t betray me.

	She looks up at me then, those large eyes wide and vulnerable in the moonlight, and I know I’m in trouble. Because behind all that beauty is something worse—someone real. Someone struggling. Someone who’s trying so damn hard to keep it together that she’s sitting alone in the dark, shaking.

	This week just got complicated in a way I didn’t budget for.

	

	

	The conference room is glass-walled and quiet, save for the rhythmic tap of my pen against the edge of my legal pad.

	Across the table, two junior associates shift uncomfortably in their seats. One of them clears his throat; the other blinks too much. I don’t bother learning their names until they give me a reason to.

	“I’m going to say this once,” I begin, setting the pen down. “This client is our white whale. He’s angry, powerful, and rich enough to weaponize that anger in any jurisdiction he chooses. If we don’t control the narrative—immediately—he will. And we will be the ones holding a bag full of unpaid invoices and NDAs.”

	The blinking one nods, scribbling furiously. The other one suggests reconvening after lunch.

	It’s already 2:10.

	I haven’t eaten. Again.

	The tension behind my eyes has blossomed into a full-scale headache, pulsing behind my left temple like a second heartbeat. I should care. I don’t. I’ve gone twelve hours on less.

	We wrap up the meeting. I hand off notes to my paralegal, ignore the now-cold coffee someone left at my desk, and scroll through a backlog of client emails and calendar alerts—then I see a text from my brother.

	MASON: Bro, we need to talk. Call me.

	I stare at it for exactly three seconds before exhaling slowly through my nose and getting up from my chair.

	The hallway outside is glossy and sterile, gray floors, frosted glass, hushed voices. My domain.

	I step into a small side office, close the door behind me, and call.

	He answers immediately.

	“Mase—what’s the problem?”

	“You told Poppy she couldn’t use the north lawn?”

	I pinch the bridge of my nose. Poppy? Oh yeah, the wedding planner from hell. “The slope is dangerous, Mason. The roots are exposed. I’m not risking a lawsuit because your fiancée likes the lighting.”

	“She doesn’t just like it, man. She’s been dreaming about that ceremony spot for months. It’s not about lighting—it’s about her.”

	“I said no.”

	There’s a pause on the other end. “You always do that.”

	“Do what?”

	“Act like you’re doing everyone a favor just by showing up. Like saying yes to this wedding means you can say no to every other detail without question.”

	I sit on the edge of the desk, my headache pulsing harder now. “I let you use the estate, Mason. I cleared my schedule. I didn’t even charge you.”

	“I didn’t ask for that.”

	“No—you just asked for everything else.”

	The silence stretches long enough that I almost think he’s going to hang up.

	Then, softer, he says, “You know this isn’t about the lawn, right?”

	I close my eyes.

	“Yeah,” I say quietly. “I know.”

	And I do. It’s about the fact that I always put work first. That I don’t show up unless I’m needed. That I’m halfway through a name-partner-making case while he’s planning a wedding, and it feels like we live on different planets.

	But I can’t be the guy who’s sentimental. That’s never been my role.

	“I’ll see what I can do,” I say.

	Mason exhales. “Thank you.”

	“I said I’ll see.”

	“Still a win.”

	He hangs up before I can argue.

	I sit there for a long minute, staring at my reflection in the dark glass of the window.

	Then I get up and go back to work.

	Because that’s what I do.

	By five, my head is pounding, my inbox resembles a war zone, and my assistant informs me she’s ordering dinner because I forgot that food is a thing humans need to function.

	Again.

	I should have known the day was going to be bad when the printer in the copy room started smoking, or when the two junior associates nearly tanked a brief with a formatting error, or when Feldstein chewed me out on speakerphone in front of a client.

	So when I finally arrive home and spot the enormous cardboard box sitting on my front porch, nearly blocking my path to the door, my first reaction is not curiosity—it’s suspicion.

	The label reads, RUSTIC BLISS EVENTS.

	Of course it does.

	I step closer, and there it is in black blocky print: “Ceremony Arch – Assembly Required.”

	Fantastic.

	I unlock the door, toe it open, and manage to carry the box inside, slamming it a little harder than necessary against the wall by the entry.

	Muffin lifts her head from the rug and yawns, unimpressed.

	“You could’ve warned me,” I mutter.

	She flops back down.

	I kick off my shoes, drop my bag by the couch, and head to the kitchen, where a brown paper bag waits on the counter. Thai, judging by the smell.

	Thanks, Carly.

	My assistant had dinner delivered.

	I grab a fork and shovel half the container into my mouth before I even pour a drink. It’s barely warm. I don’t care.

	After a few minutes, I exhale, finally slowing down enough to register my own exhaustion.

	The day from hell.

	Feldstein moved up the timeline on the revised motion. A key witness canceled last minute. And the client—the one who could make or break my future at the firm—sent a four-word email that simply said, “Your strategy better work.”

	No pressure.

	I wash my hands, pour two fingers of whiskey, and walk toward the window.

	Outside, the light is starting to change. The estate is quiet.

	Too quiet.

	Except for the giant cardboard reminder that this place doesn’t belong to me this week.

	I glance at Muffin.

	She blinks.

	I head for the back door, whiskey in hand.

	It’s time to take a walk.

	Not to change my mind, but to verify what I already know—the north lawn is a logistical nightmare.

	The sun is just starting to dip as I head back out.

	I tell myself I’m checking the drainage slope and sprinkler layout. I tell myself I’m being thorough, responsible, and cautious. I tell myself this has nothing to do with Mason’s phone call.

	Damn, Mason.

	Muffin trails behind me like a heat-seeking meatloaf.

	We round the hedges near the edge of the north lawn, and I stop.

	I don’t want to admit it, but… yeah. It’s beautiful.

	The way the trees frame the view. The light filtering through the leaves. That soft hush of wind right before sunset. It feels like a wedding spot.

	If someone believed in such things as weddings.

	A giant waste of money—says the man who spends his days drafting prenups or strategizing nasty divorces.

	Still, my jaw tightens. The slope isn’t terrible, but it’s not ideal. The tree roots could trip someone if they’re not careful. And I don’t love the idea of guests trampling over this part of the grounds.

	But would it really be that hard to level the chairs? Move the arch over a few feet?

	I exhale slowly and rake a hand through my hair.

	“Am I insane?” I mutter.

	Muffin huffs once and sits at my feet.

	I look down at her.

	“You get that this isn’t about the lawn, right?” I murmur. “It’s about boundaries. Structure. Not letting people walk all over me because they smile pretty and carry clipboards.”

	She tilts her head.

	“She shows up late, tracks mud into the house, rearranges the porch chairs, and now she wants the lawn too.”

	I crouch next to the dog and rub behind her ears.

	“She’s chaos in lipstick. You know that, right?”

	Muffin blinks and leans her whole weight against my side.

	“And she brought four bags,” I add. “Who packs four bags?”

	Muffin’s got nothing.

	“She said you fell asleep under her bed, you little traitor.”

	“You really can’t blame her for that.”

	The voice behind me makes me go still.

	I stand slowly, turn, and find Poppy halfway down the path, arms crossed and expression unreadable. She’s wearing a soft blue dress—nothing flashy. It’s simple and casual, but it moves with her, swaying just enough to distract me. It’s paired with floral-printed designer tennis shoes. Her hair is down today, and I realize how long it is—nearly reaching her elbows and golden when it catches the light.

	“She packs four bags,” she continues, “because she’s running a 300-person event on her own, with backup supplies for every possible disaster scenario. Including, apparently, one grumpy man.”

	I lift a brow.

	She steps forward, then kneels to scratch Muffin’s chin.

	“Hi again,” she says softly.

	Muffin lets out a contented groan, as if she’s been waiting all day for this exact moment.

	I shove my hands in my pockets. “You spying on me now?”

	“You were muttering to a dog about my luggage. Kind of hard to miss.”

	I glance away, my jaw ticking.

	“I wasn’t—”

	She stands. “Look, I know you’re just trying to protect the property, and that this week is probably the last thing you want. But I’m not here to ruin your house. I’m here to give Mason and Ivy the wedding they’ve dreamed about.”

	Her voice softens slightly. “I think they deserve that.”

	I study her for a moment.

	Then I nod—once, short and clipped. “I’ll figure something out.”

	She blinks. “Wait, really?”

	“Don’t get excited. It’s not a yes.”

	“But it’s not a no.”

	I give her a firm look. “It’s a conditional maybe.”

	Just as Poppy opens her mouth to say something else—something smug, probably—we hear it.

	“Muffin? Muuuuuffinnn?”

	I close my eyes.

	Poppy tilts her head. “Friend of yours?”

	Over the hedge comes the unmistakable sound of Velcro sandals slapping against the ground. Moments later, Nadine emerges on the path, visor cocked to one side and wearing what I can only assume are orthopedic walking shoes.

	She stops when she sees us.

	“Oh.” She glances between me and Poppy, her tone already loaded with meaning. “Well. Isn’t this cozy.”

	“Nadine,” I say tightly.

	“Muffin wandered off again,” she says, heading closer. “You know how she gets. Separation anxiety, gut sensitivity—all the things.”

	Muffin, traitorous as ever, lets out a happy grunt from where she’s now firmly planted on Poppy’s feet.

	Nadine squints. “She likes you.”

	“She’s perfect,” Poppy says with a warm smile, bending down to scratch Muffin’s ears. “We bonded.”

	“Oh, I can tell,” Nadine replies, as if that’s not a compliment. She turns back to me. “This one’s new.”

	I grit my teeth. “This is Poppy Monroe. She’s the wedding planner.”

	Poppy extends her hand, radiating sunshine and professionalism. “Hi! Nice to meet you.”

	Nadine ignores the handshake entirely. 

	“She doesn’t look like a wedding planner,” she remarks.

	I lift an eyebrow. “What does a wedding planner look like, Nadine?”

	“Less… California,” she replies, adjusting her visor as if she’s just delivered a critical diagnosis. “You know. Less leggy, more librarian.”

	Poppy smiles politely, but her grip on Muffin tightens slightly.

	“Anyway,” Nadine continues, already pulling out her phone. “If Muffin’s going to be over here all the time—and she is, let’s be honest—you should really brush her out. She gets mats, especially when she’s emotional.”

	“I’ll pencil it in,” I mutter.

	“Oh, and I hope she didn’t interrupt anything.” Nadine gives a little wave, already turning back toward the hedge. “Although judging by the tension in the air, I’d say someone just got told no.”

	Poppy blinks. “Excuse me?”

	Nadine is already halfway gone. “Good night, kids!”

	She disappears, orthopedic shoes thudding down the path like a drumbeat of doom.

	I stare after her, my jaw clenched.

	Next to me, Poppy stifles a laugh. Barely.

	“She’s a lot,” she says.

	“That’s rich,” I mutter.

	Muffin lets out a sigh.

	And Poppy?

	She smiles again.

	And I hate how much I don’t hate it.

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter Five

	The Flower Witch Will See You Now

	Poppy

	 

	The town feels like it stepped straight out of a Hallmark movie—if Hallmark movies featured better coffee and more women in athleisure who clearly do Pilates before 7 a.m.

	The main street is cobblestoned, which is objectively rude to anyone wearing sandals with no arch support. However, I forgive it because every storefront is a delight. There are painted shutters, flower boxes, and hand-lettered chalkboard signs proclaiming things like Life’s short, buy the croissant—which I gladly do.

	I tackle my to-do list—confirm the final headcount with the caterer, swing by the florist—who happens to be my aunt Gloria—to check on the last-minute boutonnières Ivy added, and bribe the bakery into making two extra gluten-free cupcakes that weren’t in the original order. (I call it strategic planning; CeCe calls it wedding sorcery.)

	Next, I pop into a tiny gift shop that smells like eucalyptus, where I find the prettiest sun-dried linen throw blankets I’ve ever seen. I don’t need them, but I buy two.

	By the time I settle onto a bench outside the general store, cappuccino in one hand and local honey sticks in the other, I feel like I’ve finally exhaled.

	I call CeCe.

	She answers with a dramatic sigh. “Did you survive?”

	“Barely. But I’m on the upswing.”

	“Has he glared at you again today?”

	“He monologued to a dog about my luggage.”

	“This man sounds
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